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Revealing common attributes of organisational identities using performance 
management systems 
 
ABSTRACT 
Identity is unique, multiple and dynamic. This paper explores common attributes of organisational 
identities, and examines the role of performance management systems (PMSs) on revealing identity 
attributes. One of the influential PMSs, the balanced scorecard, is used to illustrate the arguments. A 
case study of a public-sector organisation suggests that PMSs now place a value on the intangible 
aspects of organisational life as well as the financial, periodically revealing distinctiveness, relativity, 
visibility, fluidity and manageability of public-sector identities that sustain their viability. This paper 
contributes to a multi-disciplinary approach and its practical application, demonstrating an alternative 
pathway to identity-making using PMSs. 
 
Keywords: Performance management, performance measurement, professional identities, change 
management, organisational identities, balanced scorecard 
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This paper explores common attributes of organisational identities and the role of performance 
management systems (PMSs) that reflect, monitor and reveal those attributes sustaining identity 
viability in public-sector environments. Organisational identity is commonly understood as the cental, 
enduring and distinctive charactersitics described by members (Albert & Whetten 1985). However, 
many scholars argue that identity is less enduring and central than it is ambiguous and evolving as 
multiple stakeholders interpret it differently (Cheney & Christensen 2000; Gioia, Schultz & Corley 
2000; Pratt & Rafaeli 1997). Similarly, some research has challenged public-sector organisational 
identities as being hybrid, complicated and evolving (Berg 2006; Rondeaux 2006), due to continuous 
efforts to transform a bureaucratic culture to a private-like management style (Skalen 2004). 
This paper undertakes an alternative pathway to understanding the nature of identity: exploring the 
evolving role of one management control mechanism, namely, PMSs. Broadening the traditional focus 
on financial measures, the accounting field emphasises the importance of ‘soft’ non-financial 
measures in gauging performance—potentially allowing the monitoring and regulation of collective 
identities. However, the role of PMSs to foster the evolution of identities has received little attention 
from research. This paper emphasises that the skilful use of PMSs can periodically reveal collective 
identity and help managers to guide members to reflect ‘who they are’, ‘what they do’ and ‘how they 
do it’. To illustrate the arguments, this paper provides a public-sector case study of one influential 
PMS, the balanced scorecard (BSC). A key contribution of this case study is to emphasise that PMSs 
are not limited to performance reporting, but subtle mechanisms of identity management for public 
sector managers. 
 
This paper first examines the theoretical background of common attributes and debates on the roles of 
PMSs in shaping collective identities. After describing the methodological approach of this paper, the 
Findings section illustrates how the BSC impacted common attributes of collective identities in a 
public-sector organisation, as part of a large study. The concluding section provides the key 
knowledge obtained and the theoretical and practical implications of this paper. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
Common Attributes of Collective Identities 
Understanding multi-layered, multi-dimensional, and multifaceted identities is a complex task; various 
disciplines debate multiple identities from differing ontological and epistemological views. For 
instance, nested organisational structure and/or network groups characterised by cross-cutting levels 
have comprehended their identity (Ashforth, Harrison & Corley 2008). These collectives manifest 
multiple dimensions, such as behaviour, communication, symbol, culture and strategy (Melewar & 
Karaosmanoglu 2006; Van Riel 1995). Identities are then interpreted differently by multifaceted lenses 
from managers, employees and external stakeholders (Soenen & Moingeon 2002). As a result, 
arguments about organisational identities are diverse and fragmented. 
 
The term ‘organisational identity’, used primarily to indicate the central, distinctive and enduring 
characteristics of an organisation as described by its members, essentialises the integrated meaning of 
collectives (Albert & Whetten 1985). However, the ongoing debate surrounding common attributes 
challenges whether the classic attributes of identity are distinctive, central and enduring. Scholars 
conceptualise identity as being less enduring and central, and more adaptive and ambiguous, changing 
over time, with more multifaceted meanings deepened through the interactions and interpretations of 
multiple parties (Cheney & Christensen 2000; Gioia et al. 2000). 
 
To encapsulate those debates, Cornelissen, Haslam and Balmer (2007) offer a catalogue of insights 
common across organisational, corporate, and social identity studies. Their interpretations of 
commonality (as defined by Cornelissen et al. 2007: 9) include: ‘the positivity and distinctiveness of 
collective identities contributes to their viability’; ‘inherently fluid and flexible rather than fixed’; ‘a 
basis for shared perceptions and actions’; ‘strategically manufactured and managed’; ‘associated with 
behaviour that is qualitatively different from that associated with lower identities’; and ‘the basis for 
achievement of high-order material outcomes and products’. As the authors examined these varying 
insights on commonality, the following attributes emerged as important considerations when 
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investigating the role of PMSs in fostering the identity-construction processes: distinctiveness, 
relativity, visibility, fluidity and manageability. 
 
Distinctiveness is the key attribute of identity by which people define themselves in terms of positive 
and unique group membership (Cornelissen et al. 2007). The positive distinctiveness of collective 
identities contributes to the viability of those identities (Tajfel & Turner 1979). Organisational 
identities are defined and captured by their distinctive features (Albert & Whetten 1985). 
 
Relativity, mirroring the nature of multiplicity, has also been emphasised in identity literature. 
Identities are sensitive to changing characteristics; in the ordered inter-organisation, identities are 
shaped by comparative and reflective processes (Haslam, Postmes & Ellemers 2003; Pratt & Corley 
2007). Providing alternatives can support individuals in identifying by comparison with multiple 
identities (Ashforth & Mael 1989; Haslam & Turner 1992). Higher-order identities are qualitatively 
different from lower-order identities (Cornelissen et al. 2007). 
 
Visibility, a tangible manifestation of viability, is achieved where identity becomes the basis of 
collective action and the material facts of organisation become possible (Hatch & Schultz 2004). 
While the symbolic dimensions of organisational life reflect organisational identity (Haslam et al. 
2003), identity underpins the signs of identity and is communicated by them (Glynn & Abzug 2002). 
Hence, collective identity is a foundation for achieving material outcomes (Cornelissen et al. 2007). 
 
Fluidity is the basis of producing and reproducing identities adopting change (Cornelissen et al. 2007); 
the forms and meanings of identity are sensitive to a changing nature (Gioia 1998). Identity is 
reproduced and altered through ‘the external presentation of collective identity’ (Scott, Corman & 
Cheney 1998: 304). Identity is modified  along with organisational reality (Haslam & Turner 1992). 
 
Manageability becomes possible in organisations when leaders use strategic and symbolic 
mechanisms to construct a desired identity to engage internal and external stakeholders (Olins 2003). 
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One of top managements’ key tasks is to maintain and coordinate shared characteristics of identities 
and identifications, using strategic and symbolic tools to guide members towards the desired identity 
(Ashforth & Mael 1996; Gray & Balmer 1998; Tompkins & Cheney 1985). 
 
Overall, the literature suggests that common attributes exist as the essence of qualitatively different 
collective identities. In comparison to the private sector, however, the public sector has been regarded 
as bureaucratic, with strong generic identities (Claver, Llopis, Gasco, Molina & Conca 1999). Studies 
acknowledge that reforms and initiatives constantly attempt to transform the bureaucratic public-sector 
culture to a business-like identity (Skalen 2004; Van Bockel & Noordegraaf 2006) emphasising risk-
taking, empowerment, customer-orientation and entrepreneurial subcultures (Henderson 2004). 
Regulating bureaucratic public-sector identities becomes challenging, because they are complicated, 
hybrid and evolving, rather than fixed (Berg 2006; Rondeaux 2006). To continue the debate, the next 
section of this paper explores the potential role of PMSs in raising the identity attributes in public-
sector environments. 
 
Performance Management Systems Revealing Identity Attributes 
Moving far beyond the focus on finance during the 1950s and 1960s (Kennerley & Neely 2002), 
performance measurement systems have transformed themselves into PMSs that are now required to 
provide financial and non-financial, internal and external, and efficiency and effectiveness measures 
across the organisational function and hierarchy (Henri 2004; Kennerley & Neely 2002). 
 
One of the PMSs that is influential in this context is Kaplan and Norton’s BSC (2008). Following 
private-sector practices, the public sector in developed western countries such as the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and Australia has adopted the BSC widely, changing the public-sector focus from 
process to outcome measures and from bureaucratic to professional management (Adcroft & Willis 
2005; Carlin 2004; Poister 2003). According to the authors, BSC is a strategic management system 
that translates an organisation’s mission and strategy into a comprehensive set of performance 
measures posited under four perspectives: financial, customer, internal process, and learning and 
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growth (Kaplan & Norton 1996). BSC can align the organisation to strategy at multiple levels, 
motivate everyone to make strategy his or her job, and govern in a manner to make strategy a 
continual process (Kaplan & Norton 2008). Thus, the BSC can be broadly utilised to monitor and 
influence more intangible concept of identities. 
 
While proponents of the BSC claim that its role is to monitor intangible aspects of organisations, 
scholars debate BSC’s weaknesses and strengths. Some scholars argue that the BSC, being strongly 
tied to figures, stimulates ‘instrumental-thinking’, paralysing the dynamic and fluid processes of 
constructing identity (Edenius & Hasselbladh 2002; Wehmeier 2006). Implementing top-down BSCs 
and defining ‘one-size-fits-all’ problems limit revealing the distinctive nature of collective identities 
(Johanson, Skoog, Backlund & Almqvist 2006). In contrast, numerous case studies demonstrate the 
empirical value of BSCs (Malmi 2001; Norreklit 2000). By quantifying both financial and non-
financial aspects, the BSC highlights the small aspects of organisational activity and fundamentally 
transforms an organisation’s self-reflection (Vaivio 2007). It is here that the literature provides a 
starting point to identify the role of the BSC in revealing collective identities. 
 
By measuring ‘soft’ non-financial aspects, PMSs potentially legitimise identity as organisational 
capital and periodically foster identity formation. This paper reviews PMSs through the lens of 
identity attributes, highlighting the usefulness of insights from both identity and performance 
management. This paper also implies that PMSs are a means to uphold the viability of identities that 
are negotiated subjectively and shaped by the dynamic interactions of collectives and individuals. 
 
METHODS 
This paper adopts a qualitative case study approach based on the multiple paradigms of functionalism 
and interpretivism (Gioia & Pitre 1990; Lewis & Kelemen 2002) and a set of naturalistic 
methodological procedures (Guba & Lincoln 2004). The organisational documents, interviews and 
participant-observation methods used for this paper come from part of a large study exploring the 
integrated framework of identity products, patternings and processes (Cornelissen et al. 2007). 
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First, the author was positioned inside a public-sector organisation for the six years from 2003 to 2008 
and observed and collected numerous documents during that time. The organisational documents were 
categorised according to the identity and BSC products from different organisational groups for each 
calendar year. This was an effective way to understand tangible BSC data and identity products, and to 
observe the distinctive nature of organisational collectives from the functionalist perspective. 
 
Second, 36 semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2006 and 2008. All interviews were tape-
recorded and transcribed by a third-party professional. A hybrid approach was applied to analyse the  
interview data (Marshall & Rossman 1995; Miles & Huberman 1994), using the NVivo qualitative 
software program. The author initially performed an open coding to understand the data and then 
performed a priori coding guided by tangible-aspects-of-identity products to understand the impact of 
PMSs on identities. The two sets of codes and the literature were reviewed again. During the cross-
validation process, the key identity attributes emerged as the second-order themes, and the researcher 
recoded the data accordingly. The interview method provided data to understand how subjective, 
relative, and conflicting processes of identity-making are mediated through PMSs. 
 
Finally, participant observations helped the author understand the research problems and answer 
questions. Based on six years of organisational duties that included personally managing performance 
measures, activities and feedback processes, the researcher understood the identity attributes involved 
in the PMSs that could have been overlooked by other data collection methods. To ensure data 
objectivity as the insider of the organisation, the researcher maintained a log of both critical events and 
interpretations in field notes that were integrated with the findings from organisational documents and 
later interviews and validated by other researchers. Overall, the combined analysis of the three 
methods triangulated findings on the role of PMSs. 
 
FINDINGS 
The organisation studied in this case (SP1) is a public-sector service provider structured under a state 
government department in Australia. SP1 was created in 2003 under the terms of a large Initiative 
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approved to achieve financial savings and provide quality services to the community. In shaping the 
identity of the new entity, SP1 managers faced dilemmas of how to make SP1 distinctive and visible, 
since before the Initiative, the department’s direction had been to diffuse the identity of SP1. Both 
managers and staff members found it difficult to understand ‘who they are’ and how to position 
themselves among multiple identities. 
 
During the period of change across the State, the Initiative mandated SP1 and other providers to adopt 
BSCs. Figure 1 illustrates the four perspectives, ten strategies, and a cause-and-effect relationship for 
such a BSC. The perspectives of the collective identities are ‘people focused’ (capability), ‘innovative’ 
(improvement), ‘customer services’ (customer), and ‘cost-effective’ (benefits). BSCs for the three 
layers—government staff responsible for implementing the Initiative, SP1 and the customer—all had 
the same perspectives. The framework emphasised the alignment of the three levels and how factors 
cascading down to professional branches ensured that staff members were clear about how they 
contributed to achieving the primary objectives. While only senior managers received the overall BSC 
reports, all SP1 members participated in an annual staff survey and feedback session, and some 
managers and employees participated in producing further BSC measures related to their work. During 
the six-year research period, the researcher observed tensions between identity diffusion strategies and 
the impact on SP1 of using the BSC. The key findings and analyses, focusing on internal members’ 
perceptions, are summarised in Table 1 according to the five identity attributes; this section explains 
each attribute. 
 
Distinctiveness 
The structural change across the State increased the identity multiplicity within SP1. While distinctive 
natural ‘state government’, ‘department’ and ‘professional’ service identities dominated members’ 
perceptions in 2003, introducing new ‘shared service industry’, ‘SP1’ and ‘client’ identities generated 
sensebreaking effects on members as they tried to reshape the boundaries of the existing identities and 
search for the meanings of the new identities. 
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At the same time, implementing the BSC caused SP1 management to frame answers to the questions 
‘who they are’, ‘what they do’ and ‘what they are aiming for’ in a one-page document. SP1 
management reflected the desired meanings of the Initiative by improving their capability and 
processes, delivering quality service, and ultimately achieving financial benefits. Professional 
branches of the SP1 were then allowed to introduce unique or common measures into their BSCs. The 
customisation and unique presentation of BSCs also mediated differentiating a high-order identity (e.g. 
SP1) from a lower-order identity (e.g. professional branches) in the nested organisational structure. 
Although SP1’s BSC provided multiple measures to interpret the identity characteristics, SP1 had only 
a limited capacity to capture unique characteristics perceived by the staff members. In contrast, the 
client and customer surveys strongly revealed that the SP1 identity had ‘no strong image’. 
• The BSC probably offered an opportunity to capture as many of the different services as we 
could, and treat them in slightly different ways. (E33) 
• You can populate the BSC to reflect your own identity. (M03) 
 
Relativity 
Identity is a relative concept. Identity construction is stimulated by reflection, comparison and conflict 
of multiple identities. In SP1, the implementation of the BSC periodically heightened the relativity of 
identity multiplicity. First, the BSC framework itself increased the relativity of multiple dimensions 
(four perspective and ten strategies), levels (professional branch, SP1 and Initiative) and three facets 
(perceived image and external image from members, and conceptions from external stakeholders) 
tightly woven together by the cause-and-effect relationship in a one-page document (Figure 1). It 
enabled SSP1 members and customers to compare the differences using tangible data from within the 
nested and cross-cutting structure of the state government environments. 
 
Second, selective communication of measures at a desired BSC level contributed to filtering the 
relativity by narrowing down staff members’ focus. For example, SSP1 managers promoted only the 
‘soft’ non-financial measures to employees. This diffused the ‘cost-effectiveness’ characteristic at the 
branch level and highlighting ‘respect for people’. As a result, staff members considered the particular 
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dimensions and levels presented to them but criticised the control of relativity as only a partial 
representation of employees’ opinions. Management’s subjective interpretation and reporting of the 
measures skewed the results and did not reflect the staff’s opinion of ‘who they are’ as collectives. 
• It's very much focused around establishing your own performance criteria, negotiating those 
with different groups of people. (E33) 
• They’re going to give us the selected parts that look good and ignore the rest. (E08) 
 
Visibility 
The findings showed that use of the BSC also enhanced the visibility of SP1 in two different ways. 
First, the SP1 BSC displayed a statement of its mission, vision and values over with a graphic image 
of the Initiative. This acted as a tangible identity product directly visualising organisational symbols 
and their claims of ‘who they are’. Further, the SP1 BSC quantified various financial and non-
financial aspects, making a previously-invisible organisation more visible to staff members. 
Qualitative conversations from a staff-member survey, a customer survey, focus-group assessments, 
and feedback sessions assessing SP1 created identity narratives. These narratives became visible and 
concrete through formalised reporting and discussions of collective self-reflection. 
• Dresss it up in a way where it appeals to their own audience. (M03) 
• I think what the BSC does is give you the tool, the method to make concrete the ideas and 
wishes that are in the strategic plan as measures. (E16) 
 
Fluidity 
Identity has a distinctive but evolving nature. The findings suggested that the BSC framework 
provided structural conditions that provided static data on identity fluidity over time. For example, one 
branch was required to collect transactional measures such as the number of invoices processed, 
customer inquiries, and hits on the service’s website since 2003. According to a director interviewed 
in 2006, reflecting on the numbers, the branch members became self-aware of their characteristics 
evolving from ‘processing’ to ‘advisory’ and defined themselves as ‘service advisors’ rather than 
‘clerks’. However, managers questioned the role of the SP1 BSC’s impact on the fluidity of 
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‘regressing’ bureaucratic public-sector behaviour. Ironically, one of the effective strategies suggested 
by managers was to implement a ‘rigid’ performance framework using bureaucratic controls to make 
the ‘rigid’ bureaucratic public sector behave fluidly. 
• I think through client satisfaction and customer satisfaction, those will sort of hit whether we 
are creating an identity or not. (E23) 
• Their behaviours are much less tolerant of having a framework in which to work. The 
antithesis of working in a chaotic organisation is to have a rigid framework. (E33) 
 
Manageability 
Manageability is another key interest in collective identities and of this study. The findings 
highlighted that various financial and non-financial measures induced SP1 members to monitor and 
interpret collective identities over time. The unique visual presentation of the SP1 BSC branded with 
the Initiative image heightened the impact of the SP1 that was diffused by internal management. The 
staff survey, focus-group measures and feedback sessions created identity narratives, raising the 
importance of SP1. Over the years, due to the accumulated criticism about lack of communication 
from the staff survey, SP1 started to produce a SP1 newsletter and a SP1 staff recognition program, 
and developed a signature block with its own SP1 logo. This was the first time SP1 used its own name 
collectively, strengthening the SP1 identity. 
 
Managers warned that creating the BSC with repetitive measures in a standard format could make 
SP1’s identity be perceived as stale. Managers also confessed that they didn’t have enough knowledge 
or confidence to use the BSC to manage their group identity. The general consensus was that training 
on PMSs and the rigorous application of the BSC to SP1 would enable members and stakeholders to 
form an SP1 identity from their own reflections. 
• I think eventually, as we start to build on our image it will add to it. Mechanism like the BSC, 
it will add to our identity. (E02)  
• If you've made a conscious effort to employ the BSC in the way that the Initiative used, you'll 
start to form an identity and they'll have their own perspectives. (M04) 
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CONCLUSION 
This paper illustrates how the flexible use of the BSC framework represented and heightened the SP1 
image by periodically revealing identity attributes. By its nature, the BSC provided multiple measures 
to assess multiple dimensions at multiple levels of internal and external stakeholders’ perceptions. The 
ongoing use of a BSC at the public-sector organisation in this case study heightened the organisation’s 
distinctiveness and made the relative nature of collectives more visible through tangible measures, 
activities and conversations. It has created conditions conducive to the manageability of rigid public-
sector identity. The findings provided the fundamental new insight that it is possible for a BSC to 
reveal, monitor and shape identities as not only performance reporting but an identity management 
tool for public sector managers. 
 
A key lesson learnt from the findings for future studies is to effectively utilise PMSs to reveal identity 
attributes of distinctiveness, relativity, visibility, fluidity and manageability, thus sustaining their 
viability. Further, PMSs can be used as an alternative product and communication tool for public 
sector managers to promote their organisations and business units that usually have indistinctive 
symbols. The management strategies identified are: (1) clearly define and direct the identity that is to 
be reflected in PMSs; (2) Streamline strategies for management accounting and communication units; 
(3) use the BSC to filter organisational focus; and (4) use ongoing PMSs to guide collective self-
reflection about evolving identities. 
While providing a limited exploration of identity attributes through one case study, this paper has 
demonstrated the value of an interdisciplinary approach to understanding collectives across 
organisational, corporate and social identity studies, and established the usefulness of the concept of 
identity attributes. This study also has implications for integrating the strengths of both the identity 
and the management accounting literature. This paper responds to the theoretical fusion and opens a 
discussion exploring alternative structures and mechanisms to sustain the viability of collective 
identities in public- sector organisations. 
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Table 1: Case study findings from the identity and PMSa literatures, by common attributes of 
identities 
 
Identity 
attributes 
Findings 
Identity attributes 
Findings 
PMS controlling identity attributes 
Distinctiveness Distinctive characteristics of identities at 
multiple dimensions, levels and facets 
(professional branch, SP1, Initiative and 
state government)  
 
Level of customisation of perspectives, 
measures, cascading and alignment of the 
BSCb for SP1c 
Relativity Understanding, negotiating and 
(re)producing identity products, 
characteristics and identifications by 
comparison 
 
The BSC framework itself, comparative trend 
data 
 
Effective communication strategies heighten 
relativity in multiplicity and over time 
 
Visibility Unique identity products reflecting 
distinctive characteristics at multiple 
levels 
 
BSC acted as an identity product and 
materialised identities, mediating the identity-
construction process 
Fluidity Evolving nature of identity products, 
patternings and processes over time 
 
Ongoing monitoring and accumulating relative 
trend data on identity measures 
Manageability Varying identity directions and strategies 
by leaders at multiple levels of a large 
public-sector organisational setting 
 
Various control strategies by the use of the 
SP1 BSC in controlling identity products, 
meanings and identification processes 
 
a
 PMS: performance management system 
b
 BSC: balanced scorecard 
c
 SP1: a public sector organisation in Australia; the subject of the case study 
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Figure 1: SP1a Balanced Scorecard 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a
 SP1: a public sector organisation in Australia; the subject of this case study 
b
 ABEF: Australian Business Excellence Framework, Total Quality Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Capability 
Total costs/FTE Timeliness Capacity 
Customer 
satisfaction 
Client 
satisfaction 
Operating result Performance 
return 
Improvement 
Customer 
Benefits 
Staff 
satisfaction 
Training & development/ 
full-time equivalents (FTE) 
Organisational 
capability index (ABEFb) 
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